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“American veterinarian David Sherman is offered an opportunity to help
rebuild the animal care system for livestock in war-torn Afghanistan.
Recognizing that healthy livestock can mean the difference between
hopeless poverty and economic stability for rural people in this troubled
country, he jumps at the chance. This is the story of that development
effort, written in a manner that is inspiring, candid, informative, and
easy to read. Sherman relates, with empathy and insight, the challenges
and conflicts that he and his colleagues faced to successfully establish
a national network of veterinary field units to improve the health and
productivity of animals, and the livelihoods of people throughout rural
Afghanistan.”
—René A. Carlson , DVM, President,
World Veterinary Association (2014–2017)
“Dr. David Sherman’s account of his experiences in post-Taliban
Afghanistan, working to improve veterinary training and treatment for
livestock by establishing a network of rural vet centers, is a hard-hitting
cautionary tale leavened with hilarity and warmth. He and his colleagues
must constantly navigate bureaucratic rivalries and improvise to overcome
logistical obstacles. Yet the author finds glimpses of charm and beauty
in an impoverished, militarized setting. His most meaningful passages
are about animals—whether examining an ailing pig at the Kabul Zoo
or a cow at the home of his office cleaner, where he relaxes under a mulberry tree and is later gratified to learn the cow has delivered a healthy
calf. Despite all the frustrations, the reader can see what keeps drawing
Sherman back to this hardscrabble war zone, where both animals and
people struggle daily to survive.”
—Pamela Constable, Foreign Correspondent, The Washington Post
“There are literally billions of animals (cows, sheep, goats, etc.) that often
represent the only assets extremely poor rural families depend on for
income, nutrition, status, power, fiber, fertilizer, fuel, and more. One of
the major challenges facing these farmers and herders is the health of
their animals. Paraveterinary (extension and clinical service) networks are
often discussed but rarely well-established on any kind of sustainable and
self-reliant basis. That Sheep May Safely Graze is an extraordinary story of

success in building community-led, community-supported, and accountable networks of paravets who are protecting and enhancing the value of
the livestock in Afghanistan. Their lessons learned are relevant to all of
us engaged in livestock management, and it makes for a captivating and
engrossing book on how things can get done when it matters to people.”
—Pierre Ferrari, President and Chief Executive Officer,
Heifer International
“In the world of goat health and husbandry, David Sherman is something
of a rock star. He coauthored the first authoritative veterinary textbook
exclusively on diseases of goats, and is known as a practitioner, policy
maker, and advocate for global animal health. Here he reveals himself
as an engaging author and development worker whose passions led him
to war-torn Afghanistan to work among poor herders and farmers, and
build veterinary service delivery networks and vaccine cold chains to keep
their animals healthy. There are few good stories that have come out of
America’s adventures in Afghanistan. This is one of them.”
—Brad Kessler, author of Goat Song: A Seasonal Life,
a Short History of Herding, and the Art of Making Cheese
“Veterinarian and global goat health expert David Sherman shares his
big-picture view of the development challenges in Afghanistan based
on his years of living there. He illustrates the importance of animal
health, often overlooked by development experts, so readers can appreciate how healthy sheep and goats provide livelihoods for rural people,
food for hungry cities, and wool for beautiful carpets. The book contains
numerous short and charming vignettes that vary from quiet delight in
small farm life to portraits of fascinating individuals to frustration with
ever-changing political agendas. Most importantly, David invites readers
to see the dignity and humanity in his Afghan colleagues and ordinary
villagers. Western development aid has resulted in too few successes, but
this highly readable account of Afghanistan’s veterinary field unit project
is a “how-to” of effective assistance that improves the lives of animals
and the people who depend on them.”
—Beth A. Miller, President, International Goat Association
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For the people of Afghanistan.
May they achieve lasting peace and prosperity.

Sheep may safely graze and pasture
In a watchful shepherd’s sight.
Those who rule, with wisdom guiding,
Bring to hearts a peace abiding,
Bless a land with joy made bright.
English translation of the aria Schafe können sicher weiden by Johann Sebastian Bach,
with words by Salomon Franck, from the cantata Was mir behagt, ist nur die muntre Jagd,
BWV 208, written in 1713.
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Foreword

I have known David Sherman for several years, but I would never have
imagined that such a rational man, so unlike the Western stereotype
of an adventurer, would have spent a good part of his life in war-torn
Afghanistan. What could possibly have motivated a former professor at a
prestigious American university to leave his family and go to Afghanistan
to train paraveterinarians as part of a project to rebuild animal health
services in a country ravaged by years of war?
Fortunately, this impulse is not unique. Thanks to the efforts of selfless volunteers and other committed people, there are many public or
private projects working to limit the effects of war and natural catastrophe on civil populations by providing humanitarian assistance and relief
services, and then proposing development projects to move beyond the
emergency response. This book serves as a prime example of the courage
shown by the men and women who refuse to go on with their comfortable
everyday lives while others are living in a state of constant emergency and
fear of the future.
Yet David’s account does far more than simply narrate the story of a
development project. With the help of a number of anecdotes and examples, he identifies the factors that can lead to the success of an undertaking
of this kind, where the risks of failure are usually high.
To the uninitiated, the adventure might at first sight seem rather
eccentric. What is the point in investing so many resources to train paraveterinarians to look after sheep and goats? So much already needs to be
done in hospitals and to educate children, protect roads and markets, care
for displaced families, and so forth. Yet much also needs to be done to
ensure food security. In a country like Afghanistan, where the majority
of the population is rural, it is crucial to rebuild the flocks and herds that
provide meat, milk, wool, and a family’s capital—and to control the major
animal diseases that threaten them.
It is in situations such as these that the intelligence of modest people comes to the fore. Based on long experience in the country, David
and his Afghan and expatriate colleagues realized that to reestablish
xi

xii
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clinical veterinary services for the long term, it would be more effective
to train and field paraveterinarians drawn from their own communities
to work in the private sector than to invest in the restoration of the government clinics that had existed before the Soviet invasion. This private
sector, community-based, national, clinical veterinary service network
became the focus of the project funded by the United States Agency for
International Development and undertaken by the Dutch Committee for
Afghanistan, a humanitarian organization that David worked with for five
years before returning to the United States.
The project seems so simple. Provided with five months of practical
training, some essential equipment, including a solar-powered refrigerator, a cold box, some medicines and vaccines, and the gift of a motorcycle,
a growing army of paraveterinarians began to emerge throughout the
Afghan countryside. It is important, however, not to jump to conclusions about the project based on such a superficial description; the chosen
model is in fact astute and innovative because it is empowering. While the
project gives those paraveterinarians involved in the program a helping
hand to start their professional activity, it is up to the beneficiaries to make
it profitable and therefore sustainable. Today, proof of the relevance of
the project and the validity of the approach is there for all to see. Over a
decade after the launch of the initial project, the network of paraveterinarians that was set up is still viable and active.
In chapter after chapter of this engaging book, the reader cannot
help but be struck by the descriptions of human behavior, which David
dissects in a mischievous and uncompromising way. I particularly liked
his analyses of situations where ideals are confronted by the reality of the
possible. I shared with him the periods of enthusiasm and the periods
of discouragement. I admired the courage shown by some people, when
others seemed resigned to accept corruption as inevitable. I was irritated
by the behaviour of certain partners. But what I liked most of all is that
his book restores our faith in the notion that mutual aid can ultimately
transcend differences and lead to positive, life-changing successes when
done thoughtfully and with determination.
With a mixture of humor and nostalgia, David Sherman shares with
us his fondness for Afghanistan, where he lived for so many years, and
the people he came to know and love. Ultimately, he helps us to dream
that a better future lies within the realm of possibility.
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If your only knowledge of Afghanistan is from the grim stories and
pictures you have seen on the international news, this is a book you really
should read!
Dr. Monique Eloit
Director General
World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE)
August 2018

Introduction

This is a story set in a country at war, but it is not a war story. Nor is it an
anti-war story. Rather it is a tale of one effort, in the midst of war, to bring
veterinary services to an agrarian society that depends day in and day
out on the well-being and productivity of its animals but which, because
of decades of war and the disintegration of civil society, had no reliable
access to even the most basic animal health care.
I am an American veterinarian whose experience working with
Afghans on matters of animal health stretches over twenty-five years.
My first involvement in this arena started in December 1991 when Tufts
University School of Veterinary Medicine in Massachusetts sent me to
Quetta, Pakistan, to work on emergency, cross-border veterinary service delivery in Afghanistan during the mujahideen insurgency against
the Soviet-backed government there. Exhilarated by the experience and
beguiled by the Afghans, I stayed until the fall of 1994, just as the Taliban
were emerging as a political and military force.
During the ensuing Taliban period, there was a long interval when
it was extremely difficult to stay involved in Afghan work, but even so, I
was able to go back to Pakistan in 1999 to chair a workshop on veterinary
service delivery in Afghanistan, which involved negotiations with representatives of the Taliban government. Then in 2004, an opportunity arose
for me to come to Kabul and resume extended work on veterinary activities with a small humanitarian organization called the Dutch Committee
for Afghanistan, remaining with them for most of the next five years and
leaving in 2009 to return to Massachusetts. Since then, shorter consulting
assignments in Kabul for various other organizations have allowed me to
stay involved with people and programs in the veterinary sector and to
remain current on developments in the country.
This extended involvement in Afghanistan spanning decades had
afforded me a long-term perspective on the country, its problems, its
people, and by virtue of being a veterinarian, even its animals. During
my time there, I have interacted with Afghan farmers, herders, veterinarians, shopkeepers, professors, deputy ministers, ministers, presidential
xiv
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candidates, and a future president as well as US soldiers, ambassadors,
aid workers, donors, consultants, and journalists; sat on the floors of
one-room mud houses to eat rice and mutton with my fingers and dined
on prawns at the British Embassy in Kabul served by waiters in white
jackets; attended July 4th celebrations at the US Embassy and drank chocolate milkshakes from the Dairy Queen at Bagram Air Base; sat under
trees to talk with farmers in the Afghan countryside about vaccinating
their sheep and sat with World Bank representatives in air-conditioned
offices in Kabul to convince them to fund sheep vaccination programs;
examined sheep, goats, cattle, horses, donkeys, chickens, camels, dogs,
cats, and even pigs and lions, the latter two species at the Kabul Zoo;
attended Afghan weddings and Afghan funerals; had my office windows
rattled by car bombs in Kabul; was thrown out of my bed at three in the
morning by an earthquake; and spent thirteen tense hours stuck at the
Salang Tunnel due to an unseasonal blizzard in the mountains on the way
from Kabul to Mazar-e-Sharif. But most importantly, I have been able
to forge lasting relationships with Afghans in a way that would not be
possible without an extended involvement in their country.
I want to tell this story so that others may know that while there
are undeniably bad actors in Afghanistan, as there are in any culture or
society, my experience has been that the country is full of decent, caring,
generous, warm-hearted people who have suffered tremendously but who
remain resilient, remarkably good humored, hopeful for the future, and
who welcome the continued commitment and support of the international
community in helping to rebuild their shattered country.
The thrust of this narrative is to describe the veterinary work that
we did at the Dutch Committee. The story of the veterinary program is
worth telling because it represents a successful development achievement
accomplished during a time and in a place where success stories have been
rare or unreported and many observers have wondered whether positive
change in Afghanistan is even possible.
Despite enormous logistical and procedural obstacles in a country
utterly destroyed by twenty-five years of war, the Dutch Committee and
its partners were able to create a national, district-based network of over
four hundred veterinary service facilities staffed by over six hundred
veterinary paraprofessionals, or paravets, so that almost every district in
the country that needed basic veterinary services has access to such services. And under this program, which was established on the principle of
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fee-for-service, farmers paid for and continue to pay for all the services,
medicines, and vaccines administered through the program, thus ensuring
that veterinary care will continue to be available to them long after donor
support is withdrawn and foreign aid workers have left the country.
Though the veterinary program was successful, it was not without its
trials and tribulations, and another reason to tell this story is to allow the
reader to understand the kinds of challenges and difficulties that need
to be overcome for effective nation-building to occur in Afghanistan.
Hopefully, the narrative will provide some insights into the daily frustrations of trying to get things done in a country that is deeply broken, where
corruption is endemic, where whole generations of people have been lost
to war and social disintegration, and where the traditional relationship
between people, their animals, and the land has been disrupted. There
is much that still needs to be accomplished and success is still possible.

Abbreviations

The world of development aid is rife with acronyms. People involved in
the work use them constantly. To reflect the reality on the ground, it is
not possible to write this story without the use of acronyms. I hope this
alphabet soup will not cause too much distraction for the reader.
ADAG		
AHDP		
AKDN		
ASAP		
AVA		
BBC		
BVW		
DCA		
		
DoD		
EC		
FAO		
ISAF		
MAIL		
NGO		
OIE		
PPR		
PRB		
RAMP		
VFU		
UNDP		
USAID		
USDA		

Alternative Development and Agriculture
Animal Health Development Programme
Aga Khan Development Network
Accelerating Sustainable Agriculture Program
Afghanistan Veterinary Association
British Broadcasting Corporation
basic veterinary worker
Dutch Committee for Afghanistan
(or just Dutch Committee)
United States Department of Defense
European Commission
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
International Security Assistance Force
Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock
nongovernmental organization
World Organisation for Animal Health
peste des petits ruminants
Partners in Revitalization and Building
Restoring Agricultural Markets Program
veterinary field unit
United Nations Development Programme
United States Agency for International Development
United States Department of Agriculture
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Go See the Warlord

December 1993
I had been working in Quetta, Pakistan, with the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP) as a program veterinarian for southwestern Afghanistan for only a couple of months when my project officer in
Islamabad, Bob Eaton, instructed me to fly to the city of Herat in western
Afghanistan. He wanted me to find out if it was feasible to set up a veterinary training facility there for the Dutch Committee for Afghanistan, a
humanitarian agency that had been working to provide veterinary services
for Afghan herders and farmers following the Soviet invasion in 1979.
“If you want anything done in Herat,” Eaton said, “you have to clear
it personally with Ismail Khan.” Ismail Khan was the former mujahideen
warlord who had now officially become the governor of Herat Province. I
had never met a warlord before, let alone negotiated with one, but if that’s
what it took, then that’s what it took.
Ismail Khan possessed the aura of legend. He had been an educated
career army officer in the Afghan National Army (ANA) prior to the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan. Then, in March of 1979, while serving in the ANA
in Herat under the Communist government, a citizen revolt took place against
the government in the city. Instead of assisting in putting down the insurrection as ordered, he and other officers joined it, distributing military weapons
to the insurgents who subsequently killed Soviet advisors to the government garrisoned in Herat.1 The central government in Kabul brought swift
and severe retribution against the Heratis, but Khan avoided capture and
reemerged as a powerful and effective mujahideen resistance leader. When
the Soviet-backed government of Dr. Mohammad Najibullah finally fell in
1992, Ismail Khan quickly assumed leadership in Herat. Drawing on his intelligence, discipline, authority, and apparent flair for civil administration, he
brought a semblance of normal life to Herat while other former mujahideen
commanders plunged the rest of Afghanistan into further chaos and untold
suffering as they battled for control of the country in a bloody civil war.
1
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From the moment our small United Nations plane landed at Herat
Airport, where the burned-out hulks of fighter planes littered the shoulders of the runway, the cult of personality that surrounded Ismail Khan
was evident. In the airport terminal and on storefronts and billboards
along the airport road there were large posters of the man, designed to celebrate his bravery and leadership skills. The most popular poster showed
him close up, in the field, in full battle regalia. He had on a flowing turban
and an army fatigue jacket, and was barking orders into a walkie-talkie
held up to his mouth. One gleaming automatic rifle was tucked under his
arm and another darker one was slung over his shoulder. He had a full,
bushy black beard, authoritatively streaked with gray. Here, the posters
proclaimed, was a decisive man of action and a force to be reckoned with.
It took me and my UN colleagues four days to get the chance to
reckon with him. For three days, we went daily to the Foreign Office only
to be told that the governor was not available. Finally, on the fourth day,
we were told that Ismail Khan could see us, but at his military headquarters, not at the governor’s office. We climbed into our vehicle, headed to
the outskirts of town, and came to a stop in front of some nondescript,
low-lying, concrete buildings surrounded by barbed wire and with a large
army tank displayed on a flagstone pedestal in front of the main gate.
One of my Afghan colleagues, Dr. Alemzada Qasem of the Dutch
Committee for Afghanistan (DCA), went inside while the other three of
us waited in the truck. After about thirty minutes, Qasem came out and
signaled for us to come along. The driver started up the truck and we
passed through the main gate, circled around the back of the buildings,
and parked outside another sentry post. Beyond the sentry post, waiting
on the veranda of the building, were numerous soldiers and a number
of fierce-looking mujahideen-types seeking audience with the governor.
Up to this point, I hadn’t really given much thought to my actual
meeting with Ismail Khan. Despite the widespread evidence of his authority and power, the fact that this man might be fearsome, threatening, or
even dangerous had not really crossed my mind, and I had not adopted a
strategy for our deliberation. Now, entering the building under the cold
stares of the heavily armed men on the veranda, I began to regret my lack
of forethought. Suddenly, the situation seemed unexpectedly menacing.
We passed into a long, narrow, dimly lit, low-ceilinged, seemingly endless corridor, punctuated by a series of successive anterooms, each packed
with unsmiling armed guards. With a growing sense of claustrophobia, I
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realized that we were moving progressively through downward sloping
tunnels into what amounted to Ismail Khan’s underground bunker, or
inner sanctum. My throat went dry and my knees weakened. Into my
fevered mind came the image of Dorothy, the Tin Man, the Cowardly Lion,
and the Scarecrow quaking timorously in front of the spectral apparition
and booming voice of the Wizard of Oz in the moments before Toto pulls
back the curtain on the control room to expose the Wizard as a charlatan.
But Ismail Khan was no charlatan. He was a man of considerable stature,
power, and control and very real. How was this meeting going to end?
The clanking of the Tin Man’s trembling knees reverberated in my ears.
Then, thankfully, I remembered that during my high school days,
when acting in the school play or performing with the choir, this same
sense of terror always seized me just before walking on stage and that
it was, in fact, a good sign, for as soon as I went on stage, the panic
always passed and was replaced by a sense of calm and self-assurance. Sure
enough, to my great relief, the same thing happened as we walked through
the final door, past the last two guards into the governor’s subterranean
office. It was show time.
Ismail Khan sat on a long velvet couch at the far corner of the room.
He was smaller than expected, and appeared older than in his posters. He
was without his military gear and though there was clearly a toughness
about him, he appeared more the city manager than the militant firebrand.
We were introduced and he invited me to sit next to him on the couch. Dr.
Sayed Gul Safi, an Afghan veterinarian and colleague who accompanied
me from the UNDP office in Quetta, served as translator. The governor
proceeded in Dari to welcome us. Then I stated our business in Herat,
described the UNDP veterinary programs, and sought his cooperation and
approval for the establishment of a training center for veterinary paraprofessionals in his city to be operated by the Dutch Committee for Afghanistan.
Khan listened attentively and then said nothing for what seemed a
long time. My unease started to return, but after another few moments,
he began his reply. He started with a small historical lecture, emphasizing
how it was clear that the Afghans had done the dirty work for the West in
a horrific proxy war to destroy the Soviet empire and that the West owed
it to Afghanistan, after using the nation as a game board for its global
strategy, to continue to help to pick up the pieces now that the Soviets
had withdrawn. His skepticism concerning the questionable depth and
duration of the West’s commitment was palpable and prescient.
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He thanked us for the UN’s ongoing commitment to Afghan rehabilitation and made it clear that he would help in any way to facilitate
the successful establishment of the training program, including the use
of government veterinary facilities and veterinarians. We thanked him,
exchanged a few more pleasantries, consumed the customary cup of green
tea that had been offered, and exited back out through the long sloping
tunnel, as if coming up a mine shaft. I breathed an audible sigh of relief
as we opened the last set of doors and returned to the sunshine and fresh
air of a cold, bright December day. The Dutch Committee was to have
its training center in Herat.
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